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‘Goooooooaaaaal!’ I scream. ‘Goooooooaaaaaal! Yessss!’

Ha ha ha! Right in the upper left-hand corner. Wooh-hooh! I run up the field like a madwoman and do a quick cartwheel.

‘In your face, Ricardo!’ I yell.

Paul comes up and hugs me. Yess! Those lads from the Dog and Duck thought they were so hard drafting an actual Italian into their team, been playing since he was five. But I scored! Oh yes.

My boys, the gang from Queen Charlotte, are falling around laughing at them.

‘Ha ha ha,’ Leo says. ‘You got pasted by a girl. Hahahaha!!’

‘By a GIRL,’ adds Paul, in case they didn’t get the point. Mark Stebbins looks askance at Ricardo, who’s gone bright purple. This might be the most embarrassing thing that’s ever happened to him. He jabs a finger at me.

‘Va fancoul’!’ he yells. ‘Non e ragazza!’

I don’t need a translation: ‘That’s no girl.’ I get that a lot. I shrug and blow him a kiss. He kicks a tuffet of grass in front of the goal, aggravated.

‘What’s that?’ says a familiar voice.

I spin round, elated. It’s my flatmate, Ollie McCleod. He’s also my best friend. Relaxed and funny, a good-looking bastard too. Blond and strapping, like a Viking.

‘Lucy scored,’ Paul said. ‘Beat ’im flat out.’ And laughs again.

Ricardo fires off some rapid Italian and stomps away from the goal. If I had to guess, it translates as, ‘Fuck it, I’m going for a drink.’

I glance at my watch. Two pounds ninety-nine from a garage five years ago and it still works. Just as well, I have to watch every penny. It’s almost noon.

‘What are you doing here?’ I ask Ollie.

He shrugs, smiles. ‘Thought you might like a lift.’

I glance at the lads.

‘I’m off home,’ Paul says. ‘Wife’s coming back soon.’

The others have already started walking off the field to the pub. Normally I join the team for the post-mortem and half a cider, but not if Ollie’s offering. I’d rather hang out with him, quite frankly.

‘All right, see you next week then,’ I say. And happily walk off with Ollie towards his car.

‘Girlfriend around?’ I say casually.

‘She’s working,’ he says.

Excellent. He’s so much more fun by himself.

‘Thought we could order in a curry,’ Ollie says.  ‘Watch the match together, she won’t be back till seven. I got some wine in.’

My spirits soar. England-South Africa rugby, a nice curry, and some red wine with Ollie on the couch. And then I might play a bit of Star Wars Galaxies this evening, that way I won’t have to pay too much attention when Annoying Victoria gets home.

‘Sounds good,’ I say. I’ve got a great life, honestly. I’m so lucky.

Ollie opens the door to his car for me. He never minds about my muddy boots or anything. ‘Should be a good night.’ He grins at me, clearly looking forward to it himself. As well he might. Poor Ol. Monday morning, he has to go back to being a lawyer, whereas I get to review, i.e. play, computer games for PC Games Universe. He’ll be up at seven, I’ll lie in till about ten. And all he has to show for it is money, which isn’t a very good trade, if you ask me.

Never mind. We’ll have a top night. We’re best mates and it’s going to be fun, which my life is in general most of the time. I settle back against the nice comfy seats of his car, so much better than the smelly old bus I generally have to use, and he pulls away into the traffic.

‘All right?’ he says.

I nod. ‘All right.’ And I am.

 



‘Fucking hell!’ I exclaim.

‘What’s the matter?’ Ollie asks, mildly.

I stare in disgust at the screen. ‘Fucking bounty hunters. All they want to do is kill Jedi. That’s my fourth death this week and I just lost a skill box! Basic Regeneration II, that took me two hundred thousand points.’

‘Oh dear,’ he says, grinning.

Annoying Victoria looks at me like I’m speaking Swahili.

‘It took me weeks grinding that out,’ I sigh. ‘Just carving up nests of feral gurks and giant spiders . . .’

‘Really, Lucy,’ she says with icy scorn. ‘How fascinating. Aren’t you a little bit old for video games?’

‘I’m twenty-four. Fuck,’ I say again, with feeling.

‘Such language.’ She wrinkles her pert little nose.

‘Anyway, video games are my job,’ I say defensively. ‘Remember?’

‘If you can call that a job.’ Victoria shrugs. ‘Reviewing stupid juvenile games for a silly magazine with no readers . . .’

‘Victoria,’ Ollie warns.

‘Well, I’m sorry.’ She pouts. ‘But it’s hardly a job for a young lady.’

I stare at her, daring her to say it. But then Lucy is hardly a young lady hangs in the air.

‘How’s your work going?’ I say. I force myself to be nice. Ollie isn’t just my mate, he’s my landlord, and Victoria is his girlfriend. I have to show willing, even though my dearest wish is for her to evaporate in a puff of Anaïs Anaïs.

‘Wonderfully.’ Victoria tosses her long chestnut hair in that public schoolgirl flick she does so well. Victoria works in magazines too, but that’s where the similarity between us ends. She has a high-paying job at Stylish, the UK’s leading fashion magazine, or so it claims, superbly ignoring Vogue, Elle and InStyle. Victoria is twenty-eight and a polished, thrusting young Turk. She’s always getting promoted, and she never turns up at Ollie’s without some new, fantastically expensive little dress she snaffled from the samples cupboard, or some perfectly girlie bag.

Vicky doesn’t think much of my Doc Martens and Metallica T-shirts.

‘Our layout next month is going to be a real winner,’ she says, smugly. ‘I thought of the theme myself.’

‘And what’s that?’ I ask brightly. I sneak a look at Ollie. I hope he’s appreciating all this effort. He’s always asking me to be a bit nicer to Victoria.

‘ “What Is Femininity?”,’ she says, describing a wide circle in the air with her long, shaped talons. ‘We’re going to explore the whole question of what’s truly feminine. Is it classic? The Birkin bag, the camel-coloured shift? Is it floral? The print dress, the strappy sandals? Or is it modern - LK Bennett shoes, Alexander McQueen, Kate Spade accessories?’

‘Mmm,’ I say, pretending to be interested. I would imagine ‘Jeans and comfy T-shirt’ does not count as one of the options.

‘And there’ll be comment pieces. “Have women  today lost sight of what it means to be feminine?’” Vicky adds, giving me a significant look.

‘Right,’ I say. ‘I better get back to my game. My character is stuck in a nest of crystal snakes. And that bounty hunter must DIE!’

‘Come on, hon,’ says Ollie to Victoria. ‘We’ve got reservations.’

‘Going somewhere nice?’ I ask encouragingly. I wish they’d leave, I can’t concentrate while Victoria’s here. It’s that cosmetic lens-enhanced stare at the back of my head that puts me off. I know she’s doing it even when I can’t see.

‘Oh, you wouldn’t like it,’ Victoria says. ‘It’s the kind of place which uses knives and forks.’ She gazes accusingly at the empty McDonald’s bag on the floor next to my computer.

‘I’m going to clean that up,’ I say defensively. ‘Just as soon as I’m finished.’ Grrr. Can’t. Stand. Victoria. ‘You guys have a lovely evening!’ I add, pasting on my brightest smile.

‘Don’t worry.’ Victoria snakes her slender arm through Ollie’s brawny one and gives him her patented Princess-Di-under-the-lashes look. ‘We’re going to. It’s going to be a very special night.’

‘Bye, mate,’ Ollie says to me.

They leave. I wait till I hear the door shut and then breathe an exaggerated sigh of relief. I turn back to Star Wars Galaxies and flex my Dark Jedi Apprentice light sabre.

But somehow all the fun has drained out of it.

Curse Victoria Cobham!

‘My boosters are going to run out,’ I lie to my apprentice Xa-Tu. He’s in Australia, plays even more obsessively than I do. ‘I’m going to take a break. See you tomorrow.’

‘No probs,’ he types back. ‘U R the best!’

The best. Well, yes, at Star Wars Galaxies I am pretty good. In fact not only am I a Dark Jedi Apprentice, rapidly climbing the ranks towards Dark Jedi Knight, I am rich. My net worth is over four million credits. I can buy anything I want . . .

Sadly, this is not the case in real life. I’m quite poor. On the other hand, I’m happy.

Most of the time.

I shut the computer down and push my chair away. Hmm. I don’t know why I suddenly feel a bit gloomy. This is not like me. I’m never down. Who would be if they had this life?

I go into the kitchen and make myself an instant coffee, adding real cream and three sugars. Victoria would disapprove. That makes it all the more pleasurable. She can’t understand how I can stuff my face with junk and yet stay a steady eight and a half stone, although I’ve told her a million times. I like sports. I play five a side with some lads most Sundays, I go for a run every day, even now, in the winter; February isn’t the best month of the year, but running cheers me up. And if nobody’s about, I dance. I love to dance. Best  feeling in the world. Of course I’m sure I look a bit stupid in my DMs and cargo pants, but so what. Nobody’s watching.

I pull out my Abba and Madonna CDs from their secret stash hiding place behind all my cool stuff - my collection of eighties’ heavy metal and seventies’ rock - and bounce around the room like Tigger.

Ollie always says I’ve got way too much energy.

He’s a few years older than me. We met on a tour of Europe, one of those cheap ones where it’s two to a coffin-sized room, go everywhere by bus and see the continent in two weeks - total fun. I try to go every year, but usually can’t get the money together in time. Every two years, though, without fail. I love travelling. Anyway, he’d graduated from the LSE and I’d dropped out of Durham. I was reading French, but I just got bored. Actually going to France - and Germany, Italy, Spain and Portugal - seemed like a much better bet.

‘So are you switching courses when you get back?’ he asked me on the second night. He’s Scottish, with blond Viking hair and a few freckles, and the body, as I told him, of a prop forward. He told me he wasn’t a prop forward, he was a fly half. So he did play rugby! Result. I love rugby.

‘Nah.’ I tossed my somewhat unkempt blonde hair insouciantly. ‘I’m not going back.’

‘But why? Are you mad?’

‘Not mad. Technically. I just don’t want to be tied down.’ I sighed. ‘Imagine, sitting in a bloody lecture  hall listening to a professor for three years. I got enough of that at school.’

‘You didn’t like school?’

I stare at him. ‘Does anybody?’

‘I did,’ he said mildly. ‘Anyway, you can’t have done too badly there to have got into Durham, eh?’

‘Oh, I’m not thick,’ I say hastily.

‘I’m sure you’re not.’

‘And I had Mum and Dad to think of. They wanted me to study and get my A levels and all that.’

‘Are you close with them?’

I smiled. ‘Oh yeah. Very close. I have the best parents in the world. And the nicest sisters.’

‘Then aren’t you going to upset them by dropping out?’

He’d unerringly put his finger on my one problem.

‘Ah,’ I said triumphantly. ‘But I’m not going to tell them. At least, not like that. You see,’ I said proudly, ‘I’ve got a job already.’

‘Have you?’

‘Oh yes. A great job. And I’m going to tell them I’ve been poached.’ I waved my hand airily. ‘Expanding field, great prospects . . . . you know. That way they won’t worry.’

He looked puzzled. ‘But you’re only . . .’

‘Twenty.’

‘And you haven’t graduated. So what’s the field? Law? Translator in the EU? I know it can’t be banking, not if you’re reading French.’

‘Ugh, no,’ I told him. ‘Nothing like that.’ I make a face. ‘This is a really good job.’

‘Let’s hear it, then,’ he said.

‘Reviewer,’ I announced proudly.

‘Movie reviewer? Book reviewer? Theatre critic?’

‘Games reviewer. Computer games.’

Ollie blinked. ‘You what?’

‘Computer games,’ I repeated, slightly annoyed. ‘Quake. Doom. You know.’

His face clears. ‘Like Donkey Kong?’

‘Donkey Kong,’ I said scornfully. ‘Um, yeah, if it was about nineteen eighty-three.’

‘I’m sorry. I never was one for computer games,’ he said humbly.

‘Oh well. Takes all sorts,’ I told him. ‘Anyway, I love them and I sent off a few pieces. And they were impressed, especially because I’m a girl.’

‘Girls don’t play computer games?’

‘Not as many as you’d think. I don’t know why.’ None of my big sisters ever went near a video games arcade. ‘But all the more work for me,’ I added cheerfully.

‘So what’s the magazine?’

‘PC Games Universe.’

‘Never heard of it.’

‘Well, you wouldn’t have.’

‘That’s true.’

To be honest, I don’t read it either. It’s one of the smaller ones. But so what? Everybody has to start somewhere.

‘It’s my dream job,’ I told him. ‘Can you imagine? Other people are accountants and estate agents. Or  lawyers. And I’m going to get paid to sit around playing computer games! And get all my games for free.’

‘Sounds great.’

‘So what do you do?’ I asked him, feeling a bit guilty. Ollie would not have a cool job like games reviewer lined up, would he?

‘I’m going to be a lawyer.’

‘Oh.’ I blush. ‘I’m awfully sorry.’

‘Don’t worry.’ He winks at me. ‘I actually want to be a lawyer.’

‘That’s great then,’ I say, unconvincingly.

After that we got on brilliantly. As I said, I love rugby, all kinds of rugby. Ollie was amazed. He’d never been able to have a conversation about the British Lions with a woman before. And despite the fact that he was a bit strange, not liking computer games, and wanting to spend his life hunched over law books, I thought he was great. Friendly and open-minded.

Not to mention easy on the eye.

By the end of the tour he offered me a place in his flat, for a very reasonable rent. Three hundred a month. And it was a nice flat in Swiss Cottage, although I’d have been happy to bunk up with him in darkest Zone 5. Getting a decent flatmate is vital. How can you enjoy life if you have to live with some miserable sod who puts up cleaning rotas?

It was just as well, for my dream job has one disadvantage. It doesn’t actually pay very well. I’ve been there for four years now, got my name on the masthead and everything: ‘Contributing Editor’. Sounds very important, doesn’t it? I even have business cards. ‘Lucy Evans, Contributing Editor, PC Games Universe.’ They were great for showing to my dad, he was so proud.

The salary, however. Well, you could call it peanuts, but that might not be fair to peanuts. Put it this way; four years of my absolute best work and I’m currently making twelve grand a year.

I take a sip of my sweet coffee. Is that what I’m depressed about? That I can’t usually afford restaurants with knives and forks?

I shiver and blow off the cobwebs. I don’t think so; after all, money’s never worried me before. There’s more to life than money, isn’t there? Because of Ollie I live in a great flat. And we go out for pasta at least once a month. Besides, I can cook when I want to, I just usually don’t want to. Sandwiches are cheap and they’re my favourites. Running doesn’t cost anything, and I get all my CDs at flea markets. My games come free, and so does my computer, in fact they give me a new one every year to keep up with Microsoft.

I live quite nicely, thank you. And I have a piggy bank to save up for the cheap tours of Europe. What else is there to pay for? Food and booze, I suppose. I get a new pair of DMs once a year and there’s one set of low heels that I never, ever wear mouldering in the  cupboard. Clothes don’t interest me. I’m the same size I was at college and most of my clothes date back that far. They’re comfortable enough. It’s not as if a games reviewer needs a jacket and tie, as I remind Victoria when she looks in my room and sneers.

And then it comes to me.

Victoria. Annoying Victoria. She’s the reason I’m feeling down. Why does Ollie have to like her so much? She’s awful. She comes into our nice flat and ruins everything by complaining about how I do up my room, how I keep my collected back issues of Kerrang!  magazine . . .

Last month she offered to ‘help’ me.

‘Come on, Lucy,’ she said with that bright smile I can’t stand. I bet she was the leading light in her Brownie pack and loved to chant ‘Brown Owl dib dib dib’ or whatever. ‘You can’t go on like this. Can she, Ollie?’

‘Like what?’ I asked, aggrieved.

‘Like this.’ Her manicured hands waved disdainfully around my room. ‘It’s ridiculous.’

‘I like it,’ I told her in what I hoped was a firm tone.

‘Oh, really.’ She laughed in that disparaging way of hers. ‘You like these movie posters?’

‘Movie posters are classic decor.’

‘Of Die Hard and Predator?’

‘Classics,’ I responded firmly.

‘And what on earth is this?’ Her carefully shaped nails tapped the ratty piece of white paper covered in  black marker writing that hangs in pride of place over my bed.

‘Ah, that’s a set list. From Oasis. Actually, it’s really early. Ninety-five. From the Astoria,’ I told her, with (I think you’ll agree) justified pride.

‘What’s a set list?’

‘You’re not serious.’ Now it was my turn to look scornful. ‘A list of songs the band is going to play. The roadies tape it to the stage in case they forget the order.’

Victoria’s thin lips curled. She’s not very pretty, if you ask me, although she is polished. She makes the most of what she has, if you like that sort of thing. You know, lipstick and matching eyeshadow, little pink dresses and teensy cardigans, painful-looking shoes with straps on them . . .

‘And why would you want to keep that?’ she asks.

‘It’s early Oasis. It’s rock history.’

‘Rock history!’ She gives a delicate little snort. ‘Now come on, Lucy. We can fix this. Rip down all this nonsense, and I can get you some wonderful Laura Ashley wallpaper, it has the tiniest burgundy sprigs. You’re good at DIY, I’m sure it would only take you and Ollie a day to put up.’ She doesn’t offer to help herself. Of course. ‘And we’ll throw away all these old magazines.’ She picks up a classic issue from eighty-seven with Axl Rose on the front cover, holding it between her thumb and forefinger as if it’s contagious.  ‘Clutter,’ she pronounces, ‘is bad for the soul. You need some pretty cream rugs and more space in here. You don’t even have a mirror!’

There’s so much wrong with this I hardly know where to start.

‘Why would I need a mirror?’

‘To look at yourself,’ she says very slowly, as though I’m a moron.

I shrug. ‘I know what I look like, thanks.’

Ollie snorts with laughter. He has been hanging on every word, the traitor!

Victoria says acidly, ‘I wonder.’

I tug at my hair. I hope it hasn’t gone all ratty again.

‘Help me out here, darling,’ she wheedles to Ollie in that breathy little-girl voice of hers. Her eyelashes are fluttering away madly. ‘Persuade Lucy she just has to do something about this . . . room.’

Victoria makes ‘room’ sound like ‘pit’.

‘Don’t drag me into it, sweetheart,’ Ollie says in that lazy way of his. ‘It’s Lucy’s room, she can do what she likes in it.’

This made Vicky pout, but she left me alone after that. She always lets Ollie have his way and never contradicts him.

I wonder if that’s why he likes her so much?

I briefly consider what would have happened if I  always let Ollie have his way. If I didn’t tease him mercilessly for weeks after Scotland lost to Italy in the  Six Nations, though he got me back when we went down to France, the straw-haired git.

Victoria never teases Ollie, unless it’s along the lines of, ‘Ooh, look at those biceps,’ or ‘I read you won another case, darling, they’re going to make you a judge soon.’

Whereas I say things like, ‘How can you stand that bloody boring job?’

I’m not jealous of Victoria, you understand. At least not romantically. When I first moved in I had a heart-to-heart with Ollie. I said, ‘Look, mate, don’t try it on because I don’t get involved with mates.’ Which he said was short and to the point.

It’s a rule of mine. Dating your mates is always disastrous. I should know; I’ve always dated my mates and it’s always been disastrous.

But you know, if he was interested he would have said something. All my other boyfriends did and I gave them the same speech.

So, I admit, the first six months I was slightly put out. I was sort of expecting the odd kiss after we’d shared a bottle of wine. Or something.

But then I wised up. OK, he’s not interested. You can’t go around moping after blokes. And for once I’d half meant what I’d said. If you date a friend and it doesn’t work out - make that when it doesn’t work out - what have you lost? Well, a friend. And let’s face it, you can always get more of those. But if I’d dated Ollie and it hadn’t worked out, I would have mucked up something really special. Because he is my absolute  best mate, like, ever. And almost as importantly, I would have lost my flat in Zone 2.

It’s a wonderful flat. My room has a great window onto the street and overlooks a huge chestnut tree, so spring and summer I wake up to broad green leaves. And there’s even a small - OK, tiny - square of garden, but it’s really nice to sit out there when the weather’s good and eat a Strawberry Mivvi or drink a cold bottle of Woodpecker.

Besides, I’m not the type to sit around being glum - except maybe tonight. I know the sort of girl Ollie’s attracted to and it isn’t me. Before Annoying Victoria there were Annoying Rhiannon and Annoying Fay. I’m sure he ordered them all from the same shop: mid-length hair, shiny and sleek, skinny with no muscles, predilection for itsy-bitsy dresses and heels, always do their nails, think he’s wonderful.

Actually, this reflection cheers me up. It’s been a long time with Annoying Victoria, I’d say too long. Ollie is fairly predictable, and changes his girlfriends with the seasons, once every four months. It’s the end of February. Spring is just around the corner. So soon he’ll be coming home with another annoying Jemima Khan-a-like, but she’s bound to be at least a slight improvement on Victoria.

I smile. Yes, that’s it. I’ve just reached the end of my Victoria tether. And she’ll soon be gone, and my life will go back to normal.

Which, I’m glad to say, is pretty much perfect.
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‘Lucy.’

‘No,’ I lie. ‘She’s not here.’

‘Lucy.’ Ollie’s gently but insistently shaking my shoulder.

I grudgingly open the corner of one eye. He’s holding a cup of tea, but this only slightly mollifies me. I got a bit carried away with the old Star Wars Galaxies last night and stayed up till 2 a.m.

‘Did I oversleep?’ I grunt. I am vaguely supposed to be in the office by ten.

‘You’re fine.’ He smiles reassuringly. ‘It’s only seven fifteen.’

‘Seven fifteen?’ I’m so outraged I sit bolt upright. ‘Seven fifteen? Why are you waking me in the middle of the night?’

Ollie knows perfectly well I don’t get up till nine, not a minute earlier.

‘I’m sorry.’

‘I bet you are. A manky cup of tea is no consolation either,’ I say grumpily.

‘Shall I take it away then?’ asks Ollie, threatening to remove it.

‘Certainly not.’ Aggrieved, I swipe it from him.

‘It’s just that I have to be in the office early today. Big case.’

‘You do have my sympathies,’ I say. ‘But being a lawyer is your own fault, as I’ve told you before.’

‘Indeed you have.’

‘And you really don’t need to wake me up to say goodbye.’

‘It wasn’t that.’ Ollie pushes a few copies of Kerrang!  out of the way and settles down on a bare patch of my carpet. ‘I’ve got something to tell you.’

I take a sip of the tea. ‘Good news?’

‘Yes,’ he says carefully. ‘Very good. But there’s a bad side to it.’

I smile at him, unafraid. ‘Well, let’s have it, then.’

Ollie looks awkward, but musters a big smile.

‘I’m getting married!’ he says.

I don’t drop the tea, for which I mentally award myself ten million skill points and create myself an instant Dark Jedi Master.

‘That’s great!’ I lie. ‘To . . . Victoria?’

‘Of course to Victoria,’ he says. ‘What, you think I have some kind of James Bond double life?’

‘Do you?’ I ask, interested.

‘No,’ he says.

‘Oh. Well, that’s fantastic. You asked her last night, then?’ And never said a word to me, I don’t add. Thanks for showing me the ring and all that.

‘Actually, she asked me.’ Ollie smiles modestly.

‘She asked you?’ For a second I am shocked out of my misery. That’s not like Victoria at all. She would never do anything untraditional or daring like that.

‘Yes,’ he says. ‘It was February the twenty-ninth yesterday. Leap year, remember?’

Oh yes. So it was. Joy.

‘Anyway, she asked me, got down on one knee and everything.’

‘And you said yes.’

‘I did.’ He confirms the sorry truth.

‘Well, congratulations.’ I set the tea aside and give him an awkward hug. ‘I’m thrilled for you both.’ I try for a caring, Tony-Blair-style smile. ‘Will Vicky be moving in with us?’

His face darkens.

‘That’s the bad news,’ he says.

‘Oh. She won’t be, for a bit? Well, that’s a shame,’ I say brightly.

‘No, no. She is going to move in. Us getting married and all, this is going to be our home.’ He squeezes my shoulder. ‘I’m awfully sorry about it, mate, really I am. But I’m going to have to ask you to move out.’

 



As soon as he leaves I pull on my tracksuit bottoms and my sweatshirt and go for a run. I can’t think of anything else to do.

I select some really nasty, grinding music. Slayer. Something seriously depressing. Matches the grey sky and, not coincidentally, my mood.

Move out.

Move out!

I run up the hill towards the tube, trying to block everything out with sheer physical effort. After that I’m going up another hill, up to Hampstead. A really  punishing run. Something which doesn’t leave you much space to think.

Of course, I think anyway. You can’t help it, even if you do have Kerry King wailing out another blistering solo in your ear, and your lungs are burning and there’s lactic acid in every muscle.

Why Victoria? He was meant to dump her, not marry her. I can’t spend five minutes with the girl, and Ollie wants to spend his whole life with her?

OK, well. I don’t own my friends. Got to remember that. It takes all sorts and all that. It’s just so disappointing because I thought he was different. But apparently not. Ollie wants to marry a girlie girl who waves using only the tips of her fingers.

Grrr. Annoying Victoria’s itsy-bitsy waggle . . .

I stop and bend over, heaving for breath, and catch my reflection in the window of Costa Coffee. Oh dear. All red-faced and sweaty, with my hair plastered to my head. Victoria would never look like this, would she?

‘Come on, Vicky,’ I said to her once. This was a few months back when she was new on the scene and I thought, you know, she might like to be friends. ‘I have a guest slot at my kickboxing class. Want to work up a sweat?’

‘I don’t sweat,’ she replied with a fake smile. ‘You know the old saying, Lucy, horses sweat, gentlemen perspire, ladies merely glow.’

Come to think of it, that might have been when I decided to hate her.

And now she’ll be ‘merely glowing’ as she rips down all my treasured posters and re-does my entire room in Laura Ashley burgundy sprig.

My digital watch says it’s nine. Time to head back and shower. I suppose I can’t be late into work today, can I?

I need the money.
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PC Games Universe doesn’t have offices that match its name. More like PC Games Three Rooms and Share a Loo. One reason I’ve never really complained about the peanuts - well, apart from loving the job - is that there’s clearly no cash for anybody. We’re an independent little mag, very fan-based, surviving on subscriptions and the miraculous good will of W.H. Smith.

In theory this means we are the indie kings of gaming. Bill Gates and Electronic Arts don’t scare us!

In practice it means we rent a so-called ‘suite’ of three rooms in the Oval, south London, above a dingy pub with an old and desperate clientele, and next to a sweatshop where even more desperate women spend all day hunched over sewing machines and not speaking to us. The paint is peeling, the loo has no window, and there’s not much space.

Ken, the owner, has a perpetually harassed look on his face and bites his fingernails worse than I do. I feel too bad for him to bother him much for a raise. It’s not  as if he lunches at Quaglino’s with Rupert Murdoch. He’s always on the phone trying to scare up new advertising, or get our suppliers to wait for payment. I feel sorry for him. His name’s on the masthead but he doesn’t have a good time like we do. No time to review any cool games or write interesting previews of the upcoming big releases.

But this morning I’m going to have to. Bug him for a raise, I mean. It has been four years, after all, and everybody likes my reviews best. I did my sums on the way over, crammed into the stinking sardine tin that is the Northern Line anywhere near rush hour; I mean I can’t get anywhere to live in London on what he’s paying me. Even a flat share!

Poor Ken. I try out different ways of asking him in my head. But I’ll make it up to him, I’ll work doubly hard. I could even offer to help call advertisers. Or something.

That’s reasonable, isn’t it?

I get out of the tube at Kennington and emerge from the lift into the grey, cloudy mid-morning. It’s wet but at least it’s mild. I’m borrowing Ollie’s umbrella and wearing one of my smartest outfits, my newest jeans and a vintage long-sleeved Bon Jovi T-shirt from 1986 with ‘Slippery When Wet’ on it, which, let’s face it, is a classic. I polished my DMs with some of that instant shine stuff and I even chose my best black scrunchie to tie back my ponytail. It’s made out of velvet. Now you can’t say fairer than that, can you?

I’m sure I look businesslike, in a media sort of way.

Here we are. The narrow alley round the side of the Admiral Lord Nelson looks particularly grimy today. I square my shoulders and press the buzzer.

‘Hello?’ he says brightly.

‘It’s Lucy.’

Ken doesn’t say anything, just buzzes me up. But he sounds unusually chipper. Perhaps this won’t be so difficult after all.

I stomp upstairs, past the sweatshop which is humming with its normal wretched activity, and enter our cramped offices.

Ken is sitting in his chair by his dirty and cracked windowpane. He’s wearing a stained sweatshirt and a big smile.

I glance around. Nobody else is here. Brilliant!

‘Wotcher,’ I say to Ken in my friendliest manner.

‘How are you, Lucy?’ he beams at me. ‘It’s a great day, isn’t it?’

I look uncertainly at the drizzle that has started to fall into the alley, the louring clouds overhead.

‘Um . . . yeah!’

‘A really brilliant, lovely day.’

‘Except it is a bit wet,’ I can’t help pointing out. ‘And, you know, grey.’

‘Wet! Grey!’ Ken waves his hands as though to dismiss such minor considerations. ‘That’s March, innit? That’s the seasons. You got to love the seasons.’

I stare at him. What’s going on? Ken is usually as miserable as Eeyore on a particularly gloomy day.

‘Oh, Lucy, it’s good to see you.’ He gets up and comes over, and before I know it I am being enfolded in a hug.

Well. This is auspicious. My fairy godmother has obviously woken up after a particularly long sleep and is in wish-granting mode.

I seize the opportunity. ‘Ken, I wonder if we could talk about the future?’

I’m proud of that. Non-confrontational, you see. Easing him into it.

‘The future!’ he cries joyfully. ‘Oh yes, we can talk about the future. In fact you’ll be the first to know!’

‘Know what?’

Ken sits down and beams at me.

‘I,’ he says slowly, ‘have sold the magazine.’

‘What?’ I say.

‘I’ve sold the mag.’

I plop down heavily onto the nearest chair. ‘You’ve sold PC Games Universe?’

‘Sure have. To Associated Magazines.’

‘But we’ve no circulation.’

‘Apparently we had just enough to annoy them,’ Ken says gleefully. ‘Just enough for them to want us out. They’re pushing their title.’

‘PC Games Galaxy.’

‘Yeppers.’

We hate PC Games Galaxy and all it stands for. It is the  puppet mouthpiece of corporate computer journalism and never slags off games by the big houses.

‘But we hate—’

Ken holds up a hand. ‘I know what you’re going to say, Lucy. But you can’t think like that when you’ve got a business to run. Associated—’

‘They are The Man, you know.’

‘Associated made me a handsome offer,’ Ken says. ‘Just to pack it in. We couldn’t go on like this forever, Lucy.’

‘But—’

‘It’s time to grow up,’ he says, rather sternly. ‘Act mature. Be your age.’

I look meaningfully at his sweatshirt, which says WHO FARTED in huge red letters.

Then something occurs to me.

‘What do you mean just pack it in? Aren’t we selling the magazine to them? Getting . . .’ I don’t know, ‘merged, or something?’

‘Ah.’ His face falls slightly. ‘Not as such.’

‘Not as such?’

‘We’re more being sort of . . . eliminated.’

I glance round the offices. ‘But . . .’

‘Apparently they have all the input they want on PC Games Galaxy.’

‘But our columns . . .’

‘They don’t like them.’

‘Our graphics . . .’

He shakes his head. A further nasty thought occurs to me.

‘My reviews?’

‘I tried, mate, I really did,’ Ken says apologetically. ‘I sent them clippings even. Look.’ He hands me a slim grey paper file which is indeed full of cut-outs of some of my best reviews.

Somebody has crossed them out with blue marker pen. My review of Empire Earth flutters to the floor. It has CRAP written on it in the same blue pen.

‘Don’t mind that,’ he says. ‘They don’t appreciate you like I do.’

But I do bloody mind!

‘Look, don’t despair, Lucy,’ he says. ‘I’ve written you two really great references.’

‘Two?’ I’m numb.

He hands me two envelopes.

‘This one talks about what a brilliant reviewer you are and how you always get your copy in on time.’

‘OK.’ I take it.

‘And this one,’ Ken blushes slightly, ‘this one says what a brilliant secretary you are, talks about your typing and computer skills and your pleasant and . . .’ he hesitates, ‘ladylike attitude.’

‘Fuck that!’ I burst out. ‘I’m not a secretary, Ken! Never have been!’

‘Yes, but I thought you might consider it.’

‘You what?’

‘Lucy, I asked around,’ he says earnestly. ‘Contacts. You know. They said most of the computer gaming mags are staffed up to their eyeballs. They use freelancers and pay  them next to nothing, and they’re laying people off instead of taking them on.’ He smiles weakly. ‘I thought you’d have a better chance of a job as a secretary. If I made up something really nice.’ Ken nods at the envelope I’m clutching between my thumb and forefinger as though it were toxic. ‘I did say great things about you.’

‘Yeah. Thanks.’ I stare at him. ‘So what you’re basically saying is I’m out of a job.’

‘No,’ he corrects me. ‘You’re out of this job. I’m sure you’ll find something. Land on your feet.’

I smack my hand to my head.

‘Oh, thank God.’ I laugh with relief.

‘What?’ Ken demands.

‘You’re joking, aren’t you? Good one, too. You really had me going there, you bastard.’

‘Lucy—’

‘I thought, look at this selfish fuckwit, he’s sold his soul to The Man and he’s kicking me onto the street.’ I shake my head. ‘Just when I really need a raise, too.’

‘But it’s not—’

‘You know, you may be a fat ugly bastard with all the personal charms of a drunk baboon, but you’re a funny fucker. I’ll give you that,’ I say.

‘It’s not a joke!’ he shouts.

I deflate. ‘It’s not?’

‘No. It’s not.’

‘But how can you do this to us?’ To my horror tears have started to prickle in the corner of my eyes and I dash them away angrily. ‘Just dump us?’

‘I’m married, remember? I do have a family. I poured my heart and soul into this magazine for six years and I think I deserve a bit of reward,’ Ken says, with an aggravating amount of reasonableness.

‘What about Tim and Richard and Iain?’ My fellow reviewers. ‘Did you give them letters saying what great  secretaries they were?’

Ken’s not a bad person and I shouldn’t be bitter. But I am. I’m feeling as bitter as a bitter lemon laced with sloe juice.

‘They don’t need them. Richard’s a qualified accountant. He was going to leave anyway. Iain’s father runs a successful distillery in Glasgow. And Tim’s got a maths degree from Bristol, first class, it’s not going to be hard for him to find a job.’ Ken looks at me sympathetically. ‘I only meant to help you with the secretary letter, Lucy.’

I swallow hard. ‘I know. Thanks, Ken,’ I mutter ungratefully.

‘I mean, it’s not like you have a degree or anything.’

‘Yeah.’

‘And you’re not really qualified to do anything.’

‘Mmm.’

‘You should take a course, learn to type.’ I do my reviews with three fingers. ‘You’ve already got computer skills. A good secretary always makes money.’

‘But I don’t want to be a secretary. I want to play games for a living.’

‘You’ve got to think of alternatives, Lucy.’

‘I could join a band,’ I suggest hopefully.

He gives me a look. ‘You’re twenty-four. You’re too old to be in a band. That’s for students. And anyway, without your salary here, what are you going to do for money?’

I have absolutely no idea.

‘I’ll be fine,’ I lie brightly. ‘Enjoy your . . .’ I want to say ‘thirty pieces of silver’ but stop myself. ‘. . . money,’ I finish.

‘Lucy.’ Ken lumbers to his feet again, offers me a solemn handshake. ‘This is a blessing in disguise. You’ll see.’

Well, I think as I stumble down the narrow stairs to the alley and step into what has become full-blown rain, all I can say is it’s a bloody good one.

 



For want of anything better to do I go home. First I mope for a couple of hours. I’ve got some great music for moping. Pearl Jam, Creed, they’re king whiners. But then I can’t take it, so I switch off the stereo and go round to our newsagents.

I was looking for a Walnut Whip which always cheers me up. I can still remember being a little girl and Dad said I could have one sweetie and I had to choose between a Walnut Whip and a Creme Egg. Oh, the agony of decision. I plumped for the Creme Egg. It was the wrong choice, of course, and after I’d scoffed it I sat mournfully in my bedroom dreaming of that chocolatey nutty crunch . . .

But I digress. They didn’t have any Walnut Whips. They didn’t really have any good sweets at all. I had to make do with a Drifter. It was turning into the shittiest day ever, so I suppose I wasn’t all that surprised.

But then I saw the rack of papers.

Ah!

Light dawned. It was Monday, right? Media Guardian  comes out on a Monday. I know this because I had an actor boyfriend for about five minutes and he always used to comb through it, looking for open calls and stuff.

I fished through my pockets and found a couple of pound coins. Cool. I would take the paper home, read through the ads and get a new job. I mean, I’d got the last one without looking very hard, hadn’t I?

My mood lifted fractionally. Maybe it would all be all right.

Three hours later I was starting to get a headache.

They don’t want much for the money, do they, these jobs? Only stuff like ‘at least three years’ experience on a broadcast radio network’. Or ‘must have editorial experience in major regional publishers’. And then they offer you sixteen grand.

It was very depressing. And even though I’m a sunny girl, I was starting to feel maybe just slightly worried.

What Ken said. You know. About the lads all having family money or great qualifications. And me, not. I had a copy of last week’s Loot somewhere and in  between wondering about making up a lying CV I checked the rent prices.

It’s insane. You have to be a millionaire to live somewhere nice in London, or at least making about thirty grand. I’d have to treble my salary just to stand still.

What am I going to do?

The key turns in the lock. I freeze. It’s Annoying Victoria, come to show me the engagement ring she bought herself and triumph over turning me out. And I can’t even be nasty to her! She’s marrying Ollie.

‘Oh, hey there.’

It’s not her. It’s Ollie. I smile at his sandy hair with relief.

‘How’s it going?’ he says with a guilty half-smile.

‘Oh, fine,’ I say. My voice has done a weird little-girl cheerleader breathy thing. ‘Fine,’ I repeat, sounding like a strangled kitten.

‘Lucy.’ Ollie looks concerned. He puts down his briefcase and comes over to me. ‘Is something the matter?’

The matter? No, why would it be? Except you’re marrying Martha Stewart and kicking me out of my home.

‘No, I’m fine.’

‘Are you sure? It’s just that you keep saying you’re fine.’

‘Well, apart from the fact I got fired today. But I’m fine with it,’ I tell him, and then unfortunately ruin the effect by bursting into tears.

Ollie stands around looking awkward, then fishes out a white linen handkerchief from his breast pocket. He’s never seen me cry before. I don’t think he’s got any idea what to do.

‘Come on,’ he says after a moment. ‘I’m taking you out for an Indian.’

‘I can’t, I don’t have any money.’ I drip tears into his handkerchief.

‘I do. Absolutely my treat, all night. Drinks too.’

‘Well . . .’ I am hungry. But if you run you’re always hungry.

‘We can even get a taxi.’

Now he’s talked me into it. And anyway, I’m officially poor. I can’t turn down free food. Who knows if I’ll ever eat again, I think mournfully.

 



I cheer up over the naan bread. Ollie takes me to the Calcutta Sapphire, which is a very posh Indian on the King’s Road. So posh, in fact, that they look askance at my Bon Jovi T-shirt and leather biker jacket, and for a minute I think they won’t let me in. But Ollie tips the maître d’ twenty quid and then they’re all smiles.

Mmm. I am starving. They have everything I like here. I order some naan and some poppadums and some Bombay duck, I absolutely love Bombay duck.

‘Should I get the prawn korma or the lamb roghan josh?’ It’s just like the Creme Egg vs. Walnut Whip dilemma all over again. I am haunted by the idea of making the wrong choice.

Ollie grins at me. ‘We’ll get both and share.’

‘Ah.’ I smile at him, relieved. ‘And maybe some chicken tikka masala?’

‘Of course we’ll get that.’

‘And some dal?’

‘No problem.’

I wind up excitedly ordering about six different dishes.

‘You and your appetite.’ He shakes his head.

‘What? You think I’m a greedy pig?’

‘Not in the slightest. You’ll never meet a man who doesn’t like a woman to enjoy her food.’

‘Does Vicky eat like a normal person, then?’ I’m curious; I’ve never seen her eating anything. Once she let on that she carried around celery to snack on.

‘Yes,’ he says. ‘Like a normal girl. You know, not much. Picks at everything, mainly.’

I put down the Bombay duck from which I’ve just taken a huge bite.

‘I like you how you are, mate,’ says Ollie. His blue eyes are twinkling; he’s got a great smile, I must say. It sort of crinkles up his face. He has a kind of crumply look to him in general which I’ve always loved. Victoria will probably make him change it. No more of those rumpled suits and slightly too long blond hair.

‘You’re the second man today that’s called me mate.’

Ollie lifts a brow. ‘We are mates, aren’t we?’

I’m being silly. ‘Course we are. I’m sorry, I’m just having a rough day.’

‘Marriage isn’t going to change me,’ Ollie says.  ‘We’re still going to be friends, you know.’

I wish I could believe that.

‘I know,’ I lie.

This is crazy. I can’t believe I’m starting to get jealous of Victoria. I bet nobody calls her ‘mate’ or tells her she isn’t qualified to do anything. She eats like a ‘normal girl’. Unlike me.

Unlike me in every way. And she’s winding up with my friend. Not to mention my flat. And a great career. While I’m going to get . . .

Oh no, not tears again.

I grab the nearest thing to hand and blow my nose. Unfortunately it’s my napkin. Ollie stares at me in fascinated horror.

I tuck it into my sleeve.

‘Don’t worry. I’ll slip off to the loo and stuff it in the bin,’ I reassure him.

‘Um . . . right.’ Ollie gives himself a little shake. ‘Listen. I think I can help you.’

‘How’s that?’

I suppose he doesn’t mean ‘dump Victoria and go back to how we were’.

‘Job-wise,’ he says.

‘I don’t want to be a secretary.’

‘A secretary? Can you type?’

I shake my head.

‘Thought not,’ Ollie says. ‘It’s not as important as a secretary. But it would pay OK, enough for you to find another flat share.’

Not as important as a secretary, eh? I’m about to make a face but then our main dishes arrive and they smell so heavenly, I don’t bother.

‘And it’s got prospects,’ he says, temptingly.

‘Prospects?’

‘You could learn the industry. Get promoted. Make a real executive salary. Eventually the good ones wind up making six figures. Or being millionaires.’

My forkful of chicken tikka halts on its way to my mouth.

‘Well, I’m listening,’ I tell him graciously.

‘Property,’ he says.

‘Like an estate agent?’ I shudder.

‘Lucy.’ Oh no, Ollie’s going to tell me off again. He’s got that cross look on his face, like when I leave a grimy ring round the bath. ‘Sweetie, you are almost twenty-five. In five years you’ll be thirty. And what will you have to show for it, eh?’

I try to think.

‘A complete collection of Kerrang! back issues,’ he says, ‘and some used copies of Duke Nukem.’

‘My Kerrang! are worth quite a bit of money, actually,’ I say with dignity.

‘You know what I mean.’ His cross look softens. ‘It’s fun to live wild while you’re young. I always admired that about you. Your sense of adventure.’

‘You did?’

‘But when you just keep going, that’s when it gets stupid. It’s no fun being old and poor. You don’t  want to wind up sixty-five and in a high-rise council flat.’

‘Living on cat food,’ I add helpfully.

‘Exactly. Now, you’re a clever girl. I can tell. You just need a little application. If you go to work for Todd, you can learn a big business. You can get onto a professional track. Get better pay, wind up on commission. Even get a mortgage and a place of your own.’

‘Mmm,’ I say. Sounds thrilling. But alas, a small and sulky part of me knows he’s right.

‘When you go to rock gigs, aren’t you the oldest person there?’

I wince. ‘Ouch.’

Ollie grins. ‘Sorry. But it’s for your own good.’

The waiter arrives with my much-needed bottle of beer; I take a good swig while Ollie sips his Merlot.

‘Who’s Todd?’ I try to muster some enthusiasm.

‘American guy I met at college. I did some work for him for free when he was just starting out. He was in real estate in New York, but he moved here a couple of years ago to get a slice of the UK market. As it’s so hot.’ Ollie eats a couple of prawns. ‘Anyway, he relocates foreign businessmen into smart London flats. Very high-end rentals. His company’s taken off, and his receptionist is on maternity leave. So there’s a slot open.’

‘OK.’

‘He’ll give you the job, but you’ll have to make a couple of changes.’ Ollie pauses. ‘To tell the truth, more than just a couple.’

‘Like what?’ I ask suspiciously.

‘Well, these are Americans and Japanese mostly. Some Swiss. They have lots of money and they want the Rolls-Royce, real English treatment. As Todd’s a Yank, it’s very important to him that his receptionist is a proper English rose.’

‘Ah.’ Light dawns. ‘So you want to make me over?’

‘You don’t need a makeover,’ Ollie says. ‘You’re pretty enough how you are.’

I blush. ‘Thanks.’

‘But you must change,’ he pauses, ‘just about everything else, I’m afraid.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘How you dress. How you act. Your grooming, if you can call it that.’ He chuckles and I hastily hide my fingers with their stubby, ripped-off nails under the table. ‘No more drinking beer. No more swearing. No more clomping around in Doc Martens. No more mess. No rock gigs. No action movie posters. No more trying to get other people to be interested in Star Wars Galaxies.’ He takes a breath. ‘No more football. No more rugby. No more sweatshirts. No more tatty jeans. No more set lists.’

‘No more fun,’ I say mournfully. ‘You’re asking me to change my whole life!’

‘Not really,’ he says. ‘Just at work. Be a bit more presentable, sweetheart. You know. Ladylike. Graceful. I know you can do it,’ he adds encouragingly. ‘And Victoria will give you some tips.’

Oh great!

‘Very nice of her,’ I mutter.

‘Let’s start now.’ What is he, some kind of style Moonie? He summons the waiter over with a discreet nod of his head. Ollie’s got that way about him. He’s quiet, but when he wants something people jump to it.

‘Yes, sir?’

‘Can you take away the Heineken? And bring the young lady a glass of Chardonnay.’

‘But I don’t really like . . .’ I take a look at Ollie’s face and my voice trails off. ‘I mean, that will be lovely.’ I swallow. ‘Thank you.’

‘See?’ He smiles proudly at me. ‘You’re already getting the hang of it.’

‘You can’t be sure this Todd person will hire me.’

‘Oh, I can,’ he says. ‘As long as you turn up looking decent. Like I said, think English rose.’

English rose. Right.

‘I’ll pull some strings for you,’ he says. ‘But I’m using up a major favour. So just promise me you won’t let me down.’

The waiter returns with my Chardonnay. I am about to take a huge fortifying gulp, but remind myself just in time. English rose. I take a tiny sip. Ollie beams.

‘I won’t,’ I say. I give him a big smile to cover up the fact that I feel weepy again. ‘It’s really nice of you to help me, Ollie. I would never let you down.’
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I spend the next day clearing my room. Depression hangs over me like a big fog, but I can’t let it stop me. I mean, Ollie’s right, isn’t he? The world doesn’t care about you having fun. No, you have to squeeze into its little boxes to get anywhere. Why should I be any different?

I try to be glad my good time lasted this far. But I can’t. Big tears keep welling up and plopping down my cheeks at regular intervals. Thankfully, though, nobody is here to see them.

I try to keep busy. Ollie will be proud of me. I lovingly peel off the Oasis set list and my Die Hard poster from the walls and put them into some cardboard boxes I picked up at Safeway’s. Same goes for my Kerrang!  collection, my Metallica drumstick that Lars Ulrich personally threw in my direction, all my games, and most of my clothes. On Friday I’ll call my dad to come down from Kent with the car. I can store them all in my parents’ attic.

It takes all day and finally there’s nothing in my bedroom except my computer and a few plain Gap T-shirts and 501s. I even find the vacuum cleaner, and once I’ve discovered how it works, I hoover all over the room. Actually, when I’m finished, the carpet looks different.

I can definitely do this. I walk out of the flat and head for the broken-down everything for 99p shop on the corner of the next road. They have a poster of a fluffy kitten in a patch of daisies. Perfect! I take the fluffy kitten home, carefully re-allocate some Blu Tack from my Oasis set list and stick it up over my bed.

After that there’s nothing to do but wait.

The key turns in the lock at five twenty and Ollie bustles in, followed by Victoria. He’s carrying several grocery bags from Marks & Spencer, full of expensive ready-meals stuff and bottles. Victoria gives me a sour look before twisting her features into a smile.

‘Hi, you guys,’ I say. And then, because I have to, ‘Victoria, congratulations! I haven’t seen you since I heard the news. It’s brilliant! Well done.’ I swallow. ‘I know you two will be incredibly happy.’

‘Of course we will.’ Victoria smiles briskly to cover up her bitchiness. ‘But I think it’s Ollie who deserves the congratulations, don’t you? For winning my hand,’ she explains.

‘I thought you won his hand?’

Ollie chuckles, but Victoria looks as if she’s swallowed a wasp.

‘It’s not like that. It’s very traditional for the bride to propose on February the twenty-ninth. Ollie had to be on his best behaviour to make sure I’d do it,’ she says. ‘You planned it all, didn’t you?’ She squeezes his hand possessively. ‘He’s so passive-aggressive,’ she purrs.

‘I’ve cleaned out my room,’ I say as cheerfully as I can. ‘All ready to move out.’
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